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Using Small Groups
1n Undergraduate Teaching
By

FRANCIS GROSS, JR.

An old man once told me when I was a student of philosophy at
St. Louis University, "Francis, never trust a successful teacher." A
very successful college professor of mathematics once told me later,
"Most teachers talk too God damned much." I have puzzled over these
seemingly strange comments on teaching for the past twenty years. They
are the genesis of this paper.
With regard to the "successful" teacher, Herbert Kelman sheds
some light on why it is possibly a very bad idea to be successful.1 He
identifies three models of social influence on opinion change--compliance, identification, and internalization. Within the classroom perspective I interpret his study as saying, the teacher who demands total
compliance must be present to enforce it upon the students. The teacher who is charismatic is also heavily dependent on physical presence;
students tend to identify with this teacher primarily and run the risk
of parroting whatever he or she says as long as they are close to this
person; personal attractiveness is the key. An agent (teacher) who relies neither on the rod nor personal attractiveness is a more likely agent
of truly internalized and lasting change. I do not mean by quoting Dr.
Kelman, to erect a universal model of good teaching. I do hope to
shed some light on the remark about successful teachers quoted at the
beginning of this essay.
1. Herbert C. Kelman, " Processes of Opinion Change," in Planning of
Change, edited by Warren G. Bennis, Kenneth D. Denne, and Robert

Chin, New York, Holt R inehart and Winston, 1961, p. 509-517.
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As regards most teachers talking too much, I have learned by bitter
experience that a clear exposition of my subject matter can often be
counterproductiYe. A great deal of activity on my part, however clear,
may be merely soporific from the point of view of the students. Thomas
Aquinas long ago pointed out that learning takes place only if the
learner does something. One cannot pour knowledge into the head or
heart of a student as one pours wine into a glass.2
It is not my purpose here to investigate how a lecture can be presented in such a way as to make it more likely that students will become
actively involved in it. v\Tork introducing show business techniques into
serious teaching is being done, however, by John Ware and his associates.3 I am not directly concerned with Personalized Systems of
fnstruction. I am concerned here with a possible answer to the charismatic teacher dilemma as well as the teacher who talks too much. My
area of solution is the use of small groups within the larger classroom
group.
Let me define more closely the student population I must deal with.
As a professor in the College of General Studies in my university I deal
with groups of thirty or more students. There is no General Studies
major at the University. All students wishing to obtain a Bachelor's
degree must take a certain number of courses in general studies, regardless of the degree program in which they are involved.
This means I am confronted by a wide variety of students-engineering students, aspiring poets and dancers, behavioral psychology
majors. There is a wide range in intelligence and cultural background
as well. They vary in age, nationality, race, and interest. One could
say that the only common bond held by all is that they are pursuing an
undergraduate degree at Western Michigan University. Put another
way, there are about as many different kinds of students in my classes
as there are kinds of insects.
Financial pressure on the University has caused university administrators to warn us that the ratio of students to teacher will become
larger rather than smaller. The likelihood of teaching a small group of
students who already know each other and who share common cultural and intellectual backgrounds is nil. My concern is to admit realistically that I must perforce work with large groups. It is also incumbent upon me to use positively the population that confronts me.
There is a richness, if it can be tapped, for purposes of learning.
There is solid empirical evidence that small groups of people can
learn better than they could working as individuals, working alone.4
2. Thomas Aquinas, 'Truth, translated by James V. McGlynn, Chicago, Regnery, 1953, vol. II, p. 81, 83.
3. Jack Hom, "Cues for Tired Teaching," in Psychology Today, July, 1974,
p.

25-26.

4. Marvin E. Shaw, Group Dynamics: The Psychology of The Small Group,
New York, McGraw-Hill, 1971, p. 67-68.
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It is obvious that the application of such evidence depends on the
physical surroundings of the group, the population involved in the
group, and the nature of the matter to be learned.
From the outset we must understand that the literature on which
we are basing these musings defines a small group as "two or more
persons who are interacting with one another in such a manner that
each person influences and is influenced by each other."5
PHYSICAL SURROUNDINGS
When I consider the physical surroundings of the group as p a rt of
the environment of the group, I find the following elements to be of
some importance. These elements are mentioned in the literaure of the
psychology of small groups, but we must remember that we are limiting
ourselves to undergraduate general studies courses in a large university.
Territoriality. Any seasoned teacher knows students tend to settle
in a particular spot in a classroom, given the chance. Small groups
tend to do the same thing. They develop a "turf," much as do teen-age
gangs, and will resist being moved from it.6 For a teacher worki'ng
with groups to attempt to move the groups, for example, to provide
a neater arrangement of space will likely be a needless expense of
energy both on his part and the part of the group. They will resist it.
Not only that, but the teacher will be likely missing out on a valuable
means for identifying the group and its corporate personality ; generally, groups form in places that fit them. A group I recently worked
with chose a small aicove in the back of the classroom, quite removed
from the rest of the class. It was their niche, almost a club. Leaving
them there enabled me to dub them, "The Hole in the Wall Gang."
Just hanging a slogan on the group was not my aim. It enabled me to
identify the group as a group long before I knew their individual
names. It also left them with a comfortable place to work and the
beginnings of a group identity.
Decentralized communication. The reader should note that my
groups have been from four to six persons. I shall add that each person typically has the same reading assignment before the group is
assembled. Lecture chairs are moveable objects of furniture , enabling
the group to sit in a circle. Thus each person has a common fund of
data and no one has a position of prominence from the point of view
of seating. Both these factors leave the group open to an exchange of
views regarding the project assigned to the group. The group, then,
is structured so that anyone can talk to anyone else with relative freedom. Why? Research has shown that decentralized communications
networks in small groups are good for group morale and helpful for
5. Ibid ., p. 396.
6. Ibid., p. 118-122, 149.
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solving complex problems.7 I can say here that, having been given the
reading assignment ahead of time, the group involves itself in the task
of relating theory to practice, comparing different authors as well as
mastering the assignment. In short, the problems assigned the group
are complex. Morale among students taking required courses outside
their major area of interest tends to be low. General studies courses fall
into this category. Some of them are required for graduation. Student
morale can certainly be an asset to learning, although of course the
two do not exactly coincide. It is possible to be in good spirits at a
circus while learning little. On the other hand, trying to teach a group
of students who arc discontented and discouraged cannot be viewed as
a hopeful situation for any teacher.
GROUP COMPOSITION
Turning our attention to the individuals who make up groups in
the classroom, we find that empirical studies support the hypothesis that
intelligent m embers are more active in a group and less conforming.a
Furthermore, group members possessed of special skills related to the
task of the group tend to be more active.9 Within the classroom framework we can draw the rather simple conclusion that in the larger classroom framework, say a group of thirty, even the more intelligent members will be hindered in discussion by the sheer fact of numbers. I think
of the analogy of a vegetable garden. The gardener must regretfully
select the strongest plants. He must pull out the others, even strong
plants. Given room, however, he may transplant the pulled up plants
in another part of the garden where they will have a chance to flourish.
I think it makes sense to transplant potentially active students to
small groups where they will have more chance to take an active part
in discussion. The same argument holds true for the participant having special skills germane to the problem to be solved.
I recall an otherwise reticent student of aeronautical engineering
who suddenly surfaced in a small group that was analyzing a short
story about the life of a sea gull. His knowledge of the science of flying
provided criticism of the flight descriptions in the book and was useful
to his group. In a larger group, I doubt that he would have surfaced.
Cohesiveness. Research supports the position that individual members who are positively oriented to other people have a great deal to
do with small group cohesiveness and effectiveness.IO It would be
difficult, if not impossible, for a teacher to sprinkle each small group
with friendly outgoing individuals. It's not so much that they are not
there. The simple fact is that the conditions under which I teach
7.
8.
9.
10.

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

p.
p.
p.
p.

137-148, 151-152.
166-167, 183
168-169, 183-184.
147.
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conspire to bring me each semester a group of students who are largely
unknown to me and usually unknown to each other. I set up exercises
in the initial days of the course designed to break the ice between the
students.11 Although I am a part of this breaking the ice, the primary
intent is for the students to get a start on knowing each other. Initi ally,
for the most part, the class will get to know each other on a basis of
personal attraction. When it comes time to form groups, I leave them
free to form their own, thus quietly maneuvering them into situations
where there is a good likelihood of their forming groups based on individual a ttractiveness. The assumption of course is that we have enhanced the chances of group effectiveness in tasks a nd that there will
likely be some members in each group who are socially a ttractive and
sensitive.
Another aspect worthy of note in the stud y o f small groups is the
composition of the assembled group. It is not hard to see that four or
five individuals engaged in interaction with each other will provide
wha t one might call the cake effect. A cake, after all is more than the
sum of some eggs, flour, shortening, and other ingredients. The blend
of ingredients produces something more than the properties of the ingredients themselves. A group is more than the sum of the individual
characteristics of its members. For example, a group that is characterized by high cohesiveness is also characterized by a high degree of
communication between its members, considerable influence of the
members on one another, as well as effectiveness in task accomplishment. Members tend to be satisfied a nd happy in the group.12 High
cohesiveness can be defined as regards groups much the same way one
would describe a wad of bubble gum. You can pull it, you can stretch
it, you can chew it; but it's hard to break it up . Highly cohesive groups
are characterized by sticking together. The members stick to their
group.
Some observations concern high cohesive groups in the classroom.
If the research notes tha t such groups a re effective in completing their
task, it does not specify the task. The task might well be something
other than the project assigned by the teacher. Bob and Carol and T ed
and Alice may really dig their group, but what they have in mind
might well be a discussion of a p arty at Bob's pad tha t night. They will
get the assigned proj ect out of the way as quickly as possible and then
get on with the serious project, the party. The high degree of social
influence of the group upon individual members can be of real use in
getting a group into a project. I recall, for example, despairing over
four high school students. As individuals I could get no work from
11.

J. William Pfeiffer and John E. Jones,

A Handbook of Structured Experiences for Human Relations Training, Iowa City, University Associates
Press, 1969, 1971, vol. I, p . 19-20, vol. III, p. 3-5.
12. Shaw, p. 192-205, 228-230.
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them whatever. All were good friends. When it came time to form a
group, they immediately joined on the basis of their friendship. No
miracles were performed in their group projects, but they did work at
them. My attention was drawn to the fact that they immediately gave
themselves a nickname as a group-the Wolf Gang. I also noticed that
they parcelled out the reading so that at each meeting at least one of
them would be prepared to tell the others what was in the reading
assignment. When Ken skipped school the day he was supposed to be
the chief information officer, the others were visibly angered. Ken, a
habitual truant, was present on "his day" most of the time thereafter.
Lectures from me meant nothing. The pride of the group was much
more effective in getting him to school. A discerning teacher who observes a group which is truly cohesive would do well to let the group
know that he has observed this quality in the group. He would be
wise to encourage the group by way of pointing out to them that they
have the potential of doing good work. Granted, the teacher may
have to work at getting the agenda closer to the goals intended by the
teacher rather than some disparate goals set by the group. I myself
almost never try to break up such a group. I steer it, for it is a potentially valuable learning instrument.
Member diversity. R esearch has also shown that groups having
within themselves individua ls of diverse abilities and diverse personality profiles tend to be effective and satisfied.13 I merely note here
that students in a large universi ty taking courses required across the
board for all undergraduates, regardless of academic program, have
a bewildering array of interests, abilities, and cultural backgrounds.
One does not have to arrange this. It is here. The question is• only to
recognize it as a plus and to capitalize on it.
THE STRUCTURE OF THE GROUP
Every group develops a structure: a pecking order, roles to be
played, positions of power, norms to be followed, leaders.
People of status within a small group tend to conform to group
norms but are given a certain amount of leeway to violate the norms.14
It is difficult to determine who will have status in a small group. I
have noticed on the part of students a certain respect for older students in class. A local banker, coming back to school in his forties, not
only was cooperative in the classroom, his fellow students gave him
a certain leeway in discussion and felt no resentment if he missed
classes. I note that as leader of the class that older people can be extremely useful because of their status. Generally, they can be counted
on to go along with a proj ect that might frighten or antagonize other
13 . Ibid., p. 216-228, 230-231.
14. Ibid ., p. 241-244, 281.
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students initially. It is a fairly simple strategy, when getting groups
started on a project, to begin with those who can be counted on to conform. As their number builds up, it becomes more difficult for the
reluctant students to stay out of the project. It becomes the norm to
get in rather than stay out. Once it is established in the group that the
majority of the members are willing to tackle a project, doing the
project becomes a norm or rule for the group. One who consistently
deviates from the norm will be pressured by the group to conform.
Continued deviancy will likely result in the deviant being expelled by
the group.IS I recall a group of students who had agreed to work at
analyzing psycho-sociological factors at work in religious celebrations.
One of their members was a rather impassioned member of a small
Christian sect. He seized the opportunity to seek to evangelize the
other members of the group. This was not the task they had agreed on.
The other members tried a number of strategies to bring him round to
the work at hand ... "Well, you may have something there, John, but
about this project" gradually turned into some rather tart comments"Damn it, John, we're trying to get something done. Quit interrupting!" John managed to disrupt the group sufficiently to prevent a
thorough analysis which was in turn given a grade of "C" by me. He
switched to another group and was much more cooperative with them
than he had been in his first group. I note that no intervention was
necessary on my part, except for the feedback provided by my evaluation of their work.
I should add that, hopefully, in any class, the teacher has the optimum chance for being the leader of the class. Such a position of leadership must be earned, however, as well as being bestowed from on
high. Research in our area shows that a task-oriented leader is more
effective when the group task situation is either very favorable or
very unfavorable for the leader. On the other hand a relationshiporiented leader is more effective when the group-task is only moderately favorable or unfavorable for the leader.16
Although I rarely attempt membership in small groups as teacher,
still, in presiding over a series of small groups and the class as a whole,
the above hypothesis is useful for me as a teacher. Very often the initial sessions of General Studies courses could be described as very unfavorable for the teacher. I find it useful here to be very task oriented.
"Here is the book list; here are all the assignments for the semester ;
we will have a test or project on each day's assignment and a project to
be done before the semester is over." This is a no nonsense, nonnegotiable set of directions to the students. It is hopefully not delivered
with venom but enthusiasm. It is firm, directive, and aimed at the
task. Once we get into group work, it is likely that the situation will
15. Ibid., p. 258-259, 284-285.
16. Ibid., p. 274-279, 286-287.
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be moderately good or moderately bad, so I assume a different stancef riendly, non-directive, a resource person, a helper. Hopefully, as the
semester draws to a close, enthusiasm gradually will have built up; we
have a good situation. The ending of the course is a demanding project.
Here I find it suits me well to be quite clear that I will be expecting
first class projects of well defined dimensions. Task orientation again
becomes the focus. The point of these remarks is not so much to erect
a paradigm of leadership style in the classroom. Rather it is to show
that, given one's own personal makeup, how one leads a class group
depends on what is going on in the class. The situation in the classroom must be continually under review by the teacher. The more
different the styles of leadership he has to suit each situation, the
greater his chances are for helping the class have a profitable learning
situation. Although the empirical work done on leadership in small
groups has for the most part been done for groups smaller in size
than the classes I teach, still the conclusions of such research can be
fruitful ground for experimentation in leadership techniques.
TASKS AND GOALS
It is a truism that undergraduates assemble for required courses
for a wide variety of reasons. For many of them, such courses are only
hurdles to be disposed of with as little pain as possible as one gets
on with the more interesting work of one's major area. It goes without
saying that unless the teacher comes up with a goal for the class that
seems at least potentially of interest to the group, there will be minimum activity on the part of the class. In working with small groups
in the classroom, the group will never really become more than a collection of bodies unless there is a goal of interest to the group.17 An
initial clarification of the goal as well as how the pa ths leading to the
attainment of th at goal do affect the motivation of small groups as
well as their effici ency in the tasks designed to reach the goal.18 If I
am contemplating teaching an undergraduate course in psychology, I
would do well to choose a thinker concerned with youth. I have found
success teaching the psychoanalytical theory of Erik Erikson, using his
book, Identity, Youth, and Crisis.19 The book is difficult and scholarly.
It provides a good exposition of Erikson's stance as a psychoanalyst.
Most important, however, it does so within the framework of contemporary youth's search for identity. Most of my students are young.
Many of the older students are concerned with young people. The
subj ect matter of the book lends itself to motivation for learning. I
must further m ake it clear that peripheral readings are paths to the
17. Ibid., p. 289-290, 326.
18. Ibid. , p. 321, 330-331.
19. Erik Erikson, Youth, Identity, and Crisis, New York, Norton, 1968, p.
1-336.
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insights of Erikson. If I use J. D. Salinger's Catcher in the Rye,20 it
must be clear that the character of Holden Caulfield is related to
Erikson's theory. Exercises in groups relating the one book to the other
must surface as not mere exercises in analysis, but also as relating to
the lives of the group members. If I am clear on the goal, and if my
goal coincides with a touchpoint of interest on the part of individual
group members, the odds go up that they will tackle tasks with greater
motivation and greater efficiency.
The long term goal of the course, as well as the short term goals
need to be geared to success on the part of the students. Small group
research shows that upon the successful completion of a task, groups
generally aspire to tackle a more difficult task.21 For this reason my
early assignments and tasks for groups are calculatedly easier than
later ones. They need to succeed a little bit. A group can catch the
bug of success; I want to infect them a bit initially. The old proverb
is here apropos: "Nothing succeeds like success." I t's like a little boy
deciding to be a professional fighter after licking the seven-year-old
bully on the block.
I find it interesting to note that there is a well established hypothesis concerning small groups, that a difficult task brings with it more
frequent attempts at leadership among group members. Towards the
middle of a course I gave my groups a difficult two hour class assignment demanding a group report defining each of Erikson's eight stages
of man, a motto for each one, a contemporary example from real life,
and an example from a novel we had read for each of the stages. A
quiet but intelligent fellow named Russ Smith suddenly emerged as
leader in one of the groups. He had not attempted leadership in the
group before, but realized that the job to be done really demanded
his own thorough grasp of the matter. His understanding of the matter, his ability to synthesize, and to direct the group's comments had
remained unnoticed by the group until a task of a really demanding
nature was presented. At the end of the semester several of his group
members remarked on his sudden emergence as a useful leader and
expressed surprise that he had remained content to play a minor role
up until that particular point in time. A student of small group behavior would have predicted the emergence of several Russ Smiths
with the assignment of a difficult task. I was gratified, for the group
learned a lot under Russ' leadership, as did he himself. It was not
a chance emergence.
I find it useful that small groups engaged in difficult tasks tend
to perform better if the members of the group can freely express feel-

20.

J. D . Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye, New York, Bantam, 1951 , p.
1-214.

21. Shaw, p. 294-300, 326.
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ings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the group's progress.22 To
stifle such expression would be detrimental to the group's efficiency.
For this reason I attempt as a teacher to avoid what might be called
the Watergate Effect. I don't want them to think that I hear everything that is going on in the group, lest my presence inhibit them. The
very formation of a series of small groups in a classroom makes this
nearly impossible in any event. Further, I instruct groups frequently
to express dissatisfaction or approval, pointing out to them that it is
not counterproductive. In point of fact, it helps.
In concluding our remarks about task difficulty, it seems important
to note that research supports the notion that task difficulty is related
to originality of solution in groups.23 Related to this is what small
group researchers call the "risky shift" phenomena.24 Many teachers
have made use of groups on the assumption that a group of students
would afford a system of checks and balances in making an analysis or
solving a problem. The conclusion would likely be well worked out
but neither original nor risk involving. My own work in the classroom
supports both originality and risk in the solutions of group tasks. I'm
thinking of a group who were assigned the task of making a collage,
illustrating by pictures the classic stages of human development according to Sigmund Freud-oral, anal, and phallic. A middle aged
banker, an art student and two others put together three posters in a
forty-five minute period- not just the one I had called for. Each
poster was shaped in contour like the appropriate organ in the theory
-a mouth, an anus, and a penis. Photographs from picture magazines
filled in the outline with typical behavioral scenes and expressions of
the three stages. Note that I called for only one poster and provided
backing for the pasting that was oblong. The groups knew that the
posters would be mounted on the classroom walls. Their series of three
was not only original, but demanded careful analysis of Freudian
theory, and an expression of it using a medium with which only one of
them was at all familiar. The collage was not only arresting to the eye
but also a bit risque as decoration for the walls of a college classroom.
This experience provides an illustration of both originality theory and
the risky shift phenomenon. Other groups working on analysis papers
have deliberately twisted the instructions of the project to suit their
own curiosity and inventiveness. Groups have point blank refused to
turn in projects at the end of the allotted time, when their work seemed
not quite satisfactory to them. They often fight my own evaluation of
group projects. I note these small illustrations of group theory, not in
the interest of solid empirical backing for the theory, but to show that
these theories have been a fruitful ground of experimentation for me
22. Ib id., p. 318-319, 329.
23. Ibid. , p. 318, 329.
24. Ib id., p. 73-79, 82-83.
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as a teacher. I am often surprised by both the originality and the involvement of these groups. Some degree of revolutionary activity on
the group's part with regard to my instructions for projects seems
fruitful. As an educator I am not really interested in rigid conformity
to my own ideas, but originality and intellectual probing on the part
of my students.
A few remarks on the time element in groups projects. Studies have
been done indicating that if one increases the difficulty of a task and at
the same time demands rapid reaction time, a group tends to respond
more effectively.25 So, for example, if I give a difficult task to my
groups and noticeably shorten the time they expected to have to complete it, they generally cut the small talk and get cracking. Many times
in my career as a teacher I have had individual students complain that
they did not have time to complete an assignment. It is truly educational for a teacher to find out what they actually can do when their
backs are to the wall, the work is hard, and the time is limited. Often
both teacher and students are surprised at the results.
On the other side of the coin, a task that requires a lot of cooperation on the part of group members tends to take longer than a project
not requiring extensive interplay among the workers.26 I only want to
point out here that a teacher must be careful to assess the task assigned.
A complex one may require considerable discussion by the group. To
assign a very short time for such a project would likely stifle discussion and lead to poor quality work as well as frustration on the part
of the students. I find no easy rule of thumb for assigning time, except
that a definite amount of time should be assigned; careful but unobtrusive observance of how the groups are doing can lead to a feel for
how long a given assignment should take. On the spot extensions of
the time limit seem sensible, if the situation calls for it.
At this juncture, the reader might well be thinking of a paraphrase
of an initial quote in this essay, "Most teachers who write about teaching, write too God damned much!" And so we have come full circle.
I shall thus attempt a conclusion. I have presented the teacher who
uses groups in the classroom as a possible antidote to the so-called
"successful teacher"~the charismatic pied piper, or perhaps even the
coercive "kick their asses" type. I further have some hope that the use
of groups can be a corrective for the teacher who "talks too God
damned much."
It has been my concern, however, not merely to avoid pitfalls.
This paper has been built on the work of social psychologists whose
work has led them to hypothesize that "Groups usually produce more
25. Ibid., p. 315-316, 328.
26. Ibid., p. 320, 330.
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and better solutions to problems than do individuals working alone"27
or the even more blunt statement, "Groups learn faster than individuals."28 I quote these conclusions with full knowledge that there are
many kinds of learning-as well as many kinds of groups. Group efforts
at musical composition or the construction of English prose have generally proved unsuccessful. I can't avoid noting, however, that much
early and contemporary jazz has been created by musicians while playing in ensemble. Nor can one pass over that fact that the great prose
of the King James Version of the Bible was produced by a group.
The examples above only serve to show that a careful analysis of
the task should be attempted before putting a group to work on it. We
have attempted some suggestions indicated in the research on how
groups should be used in the classroom. Task analysis, group structure, group compos1t1on and the physical environment of the group
have been the headings under which we have made our comments
and suggestions.
The fact that most of our references have been to a single book is
not by chance either. The book is a summary of hundreds of studies of
small group behavior. It is hoped that this one primary reference will
lead the reader to check the references, possibly to read the book, and
even to go on to further reading in this new but rapidly growing discipline-the study of small group behavior. This particular essay, it is
hoped, will lead other teachers to use the dynamic of the small group
as it fits their situations and goals in the classroom.
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27. Ibid., p. 81.
28. Ibid., p. 82.
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